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Chapter One: The New Cast


[image: ]


Lydia had always known, with a sort of stubborn certainty, that she would never be one of the actors. She had neither the flair nor the self-assurance for it, and—if she was being honest—she found the theater's backstage chaos far more interesting than the business of being watched. She'd spent nearly fifteen years among the stepladders and prop trunks, wrangling recalcitrant set pieces and corralling late actors, scribbling notes in her battered production book with a pencil that shed shavings on every page. In the wings, she was a queen. Under the lights, a ghost.

She took a private pride in the discipline of stage management: a full run of Gilbert and Sullivan every summer, fundraising cabarets in winter, offbeat Shakespeare in the shoulder seasons. The work was relentless and the pay trivial, but this was her found family, her only home. What she hadn't expected—what caught her off-guard, midway through her thirties—was a sudden, inexplicable hunger for something more. Not applause or recognition, but a kind of permanence: a person whose hand would be ready to squeeze from curtain up to curtain call, and all the long dark hours in between. 

She wanted to settle. To nest. To not have to quietly back out of cast parties by eleven so she could reset the rehearsal hall for morning. Maybe a spouse. Maybe a child, if that was in the cards. This desire hit her with the same force as a falling sandbag, and she had no meaningful plan for what to do about it.

Online dating—she had already given it a try, years ago, and all it did was introduce her to men who asked if she could sneak them into the pit orchestra or if she was "really into costumes." The well-meaning setups from her mother, her sister, and even her long-retired high school drama teacher had run dry, as everyone seemed to have quietly accepted that Lydia was "married to her work." But that was the thing: she didn't want to marry her work. She wanted a partner who understood it, could even love it, but could coax her out of it when she was getting stuck.

She started to look, for the first time in her life, at the company as a pool of prospects. She forced herself to see Max, the artistic director—and her oldest friend here—as a man first, not just a source of black T-shirts and terrible tech-week jokes. He was handsome, in a distracted, overworked way, with silver at his temples and a voice that could hold a whole cast in thrall. He was single, which she had confirmed through shameless workplace espionage. She let herself fantasize about coffee dates and matinee picnics, but every time she tried to imagine a real conversation, she blinked and saw them squabbling over blocking notes or arguing about the placement of the fog machine.

Then there was Patrick, the perennial Ko-Ko, who had once confided that he was "open to the possibility of love" and had an actual garden behind his rented duplex. Or Margo, the box office manager, whose wife had left her for a clown (not a euphemism, an actual circus clown), and who now spent weekends hiking with her dog and brewing her own beer. Lydia catalogued these options with the same brisk thoroughness she used for inventorying set flats. Stable. Interesting. Not likely to crash a dress rehearsal with drama. 

She started to attend cast happy hours and actor brunches, trying to be visible, trying to signal that she was available, which did not come naturally. She laughed a little too loud at Max's stories, brought Patrick extra lemon bars, asked Margo for beer recommendations, and even flirted, if awkwardly, with one of the stagehands during a blackout.

But just as she was beginning to work up courage—to maybe, someday, ask Max to see a movie outside of rehearsal—a cold front swept through the company: a new intake of ingenues, brought in by Max's most recent audition round. They were young, impossibly so—one of them, Lydia was certain, had been born during the company’s production of Iolanthe—and they arrived in a flash of cropped hair, clashing eyeliner, and pantsuits that would have given Sullivan himself a heart attack. Within a week, they had claimed center stage at rehearsal and, to Lydia's dismay, the collective attention of every single eligible person in the building.

The first, Harper, was a transfer from UC Irvine’s drama program, with an Instagram following that surpassed Lydia's by an order of magnitude. The second, Marisol, had a voice so pure it made grown men cry, and a laugh that could be heard in three counties. The third, Fiona, was a transfer from last summer’s Shakespeare festival and managed to coordinate group costumes for opening night within forty-eight hours of being cast. They talked in a fast, caffeinated shorthand, finished one another's sentences, and seemed to know every meme, app, and cultural reference Lydia had missed in a decade spent wrangling tech crews. They were charming, alarming, and loud.

Suddenly, Max—who had never so much as noticed if Lydia switched from jeans to cargo pants—was giving Harper private notes after rehearsal and inviting her to late-night script sessions over whiskey. Patrick started bringing Marisol bouquets from his garden, and Margo began home-delivering six-packs to Fiona's subleased apartment. The options in Lydia's carefully constructed dating matrix dwindled by the day. There was no malice in this, just the unstoppable force of youth and novelty. But Lydia felt herself fading into the background, useful but invisible, like the silent cues in her prompt book.

For a few weeks, she tried to compete. She dyed her hair (aubergine, which she immediately regretted), started a theater meme account, bought a new pair of jeans that pinched her waist but looked "current." She stayed late after rehearsals, joined in karaoke nights, and even let herself be talked into a disastrous Tinder double-date with one of the lighting interns. But nothing stuck. She was older, quieter, less willing to trade secrets or reinvent herself for the job of being seen.

One Monday, as she was taping down spike marks in the empty theater, Lydia noticed a stranger in the house, perched in the dark of the fourth row. He wore a battered corduroy jacket and watched the stage with a level, unreadable intensity. After a few minutes, he stood and walked down the aisle to the edge of the pit, where Lydia was balancing a roll of neon gaff. "Are you Lydia?" he asked, voice low and oddly formal.

She said yes, and waited for the inevitable joke about how she'd singlehandedly run three entire productions last year, or how she was the "sheriff" of the Santa Barbara operetta circuit. But he only nodded, introduced himself as Aaron, and explained that he'd been cast as the new male lead for the spring show. He had just moved from Chicago and was hoping to get a sense of the space before rehearsals started.

Something about him unsettled her—a reserve, a stillness—but she couldn't deny the sudden spark of curiosity. He looked at the stage as if he was desperate to be up there, but when he glanced at her, she felt pinned to the spot. He asked her about the company, about the shows, about her own history in the theater, and listened with an attention that was almost disconcerting. He didn't have any social media, had never heard of Harper or Marisol or Fiona, and seemed oblivious to the politics of the group. Lydia found herself wanting to know more about him, but also unsure how to crack the shell.

Within weeks, Aaron became the unlikely focus of a silent war. Harper and Marisol both angled for his attention, each in their own style: Harper with relentless, performative charm, Marisol with a low-key intensity that left others nervous. Fiona made a point of walking him home after parties and rehearsals, and Lydia—despite herself—started to keep tabs on these interactions. She watched Aaron for signs of preference, jealousy, or even basic attraction, but he remained enigmatic, equally polite and distant to everyone. She was both attracted and annoyed by his inscrutability. She even started, half-seriously, a running list in her prompt book labeled "Aaron's Possible Secrets," which included spy, cult survivor, and robot.

But as the months passed, Lydia found herself drawn to him in small, embarrassing ways: she would linger in the wings to catch his solo scenes, start rehearsals a few minutes late so they could walk in together, invent reasons to text him about props or schedule changes. Once, after a grueling tech rehearsal, he brought her a thermos of coffee and sat beside her silently as she redlined the prompt script. It was nothing, but it was the best nothing she'd had in years.

Of course, none of this escaped the notice of the company. The new girls gossiped in the dressing room, speculating on whether Lydia was angling for a rebound or a workplace romance. Max seemed to oscillate between brotherly concern and distant annoyance, and even Margo started making jokes about "the mysterious Mr. Darcy in the house." None of it was malicious, but it made Lydia self-conscious, as if she was the only one who hadn't gotten the memo about office relationships.

Worse, her friendship with Max became complicated when he finally started dating someone—Harper, of all people. Lydia tried, at first, to be happy for him. She told herself she was above the drama, that she didn't have any claim on Max except a shared history of inside jokes and mutual respect. But watching them together—the way Max's entire body oriented toward Harper during notes, the way she seemed to anticipate his thoughts before he spoke them—made Lydia's stomach twist. She missed the easy friendship they'd had, the comfortable silences between them.

"What do you think?" Max asked one afternoon, leaning against her desk while Harper rehearsed a scene with Aaron on stage.
"About?" Lydia kept her eyes on her prompt book, pretending to check blocking notations.
"Harper. She's really something, isn't she?"

Lydia's pencil point snapped against the paper. "She's very... enthusiastic."

Max laughed. "That's what I love about her. She doesn't hold back. You should come to dinner with us sometime. I think you'd really hit it off."

The invitation stung like salt in a wound. Lydia forced a smile. "Maybe next week. I'm pretty swamped with the lighting cues."

When Max walked away, Lydia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. This was ridiculous. She wasn't actually jealous. She'd never wanted Max that way, not really. It was just the principle of the thing—the way the new arrivals had reshuffled the entire company without seeming to notice.

A shadow fell across her desk. She looked up to find Aaron standing there, his corduroy jacket rumpled as always.

"Sorry to interrupt," he said, his voice so quiet she had to lean forward to hear. "Max asked me to give you these blocking notes for Act 2."

Lydia took the papers, their fingers brushing briefly. Even that small contact made her pulse jump. "Thanks. How's the scene going?"

Aaron glanced back toward the stage where Harper was still running lines with the understudy. "It's going." He paused, studying her face with an intensity that made her want to look away. "You seem... tired."

The unexpected observation caught her off guard. Most people in the theater company didn't notice Lydia's emotional state unless she was actively throwing a prop across the room.

"I'm fine," she said automatically. "Just a lot on my plate."

Aaron didn't move, just continued watching her with those unreadable eyes. "Sometimes the most important people are the ones everyone forgets to check on."

Before Lydia could process this, Harper's voice cut through the air.

"Aaron! We need you for the balcony scene."

He nodded once to Lydia and walked away, leaving her staring after him, the papers in her hand forgotten.

That evening, Lydia found herself lingering at the theater long after everyone else had gone. She sat in the front row, staring at the empty stage, surrounded by the familiar scent of wood polish and old velvet. The house lights were dimmed, casting long shadows across the seats.

"Still here?"

Lydia jumped at the sound of Marisol's voice. The younger woman stood in the aisle, her dark hair loose around her shoulders instead of in her usual rehearsal braid.

"I thought I was alone," Lydia said.

Marisol sat down beside her, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. "I come back sometimes. When it's quiet." She looked at Lydia with those perceptive eyes. "It's weird, isn't it? How quickly things change."

"You mean Max and Harper?"

"Among other things." Marisol leaned back in her seat. "I used to think this company was different. More... stable."

Lydia snorted. "Nothing about theater is stable."

"I know, but..." Marisol hesitated. "You've been here forever. You're like the foundation. It's weird seeing you look... uncertain."

The observation was so unexpected that Lydia didn't know how to respond. She'd spent so much time feeling invisible that having someone actually see her was disorienting.

"I'm not uncertain," she said, though it sounded unconvincing even to her own ears.

Marisol didn't push. They sat in companionable silence for a few minutes, watching dust motes dance in the dim light.

"He's different with you," Marisol said finally.

"Who?"

"Aaron." Marisol's voice was careful, measured. "I've watched him with everyone. With Harper, he's polite but distant. With Fiona, he's professionally cordial. With me..." She shrugged. "He listens, but he doesn't really engage. But with you, he's..."

Lydia's heart beat faster. "What?"

"Present," Marisol said. "Actually paying attention."

"That's his job. He's an actor. He pays attention to everyone."

But even as she said it, Lydia remembered the way Aaron had looked at her earlier that day—not with the casual interest of a colleague, but with genuine concern.

Marisol stood up. "Just thought you should know. I'm heading to that new wine bar with Fiona and Harper. Want to come?"

The invitation was sincere, but Lydia could tell it was offered out of politeness rather than enthusiasm.

"Thanks, but I should finish up here. The lighting cues for Act 3 are a mess."

After Marisol left, Lydia tried to focus on her work, but her mind kept circling back to what Marisol had said. Was it true? Did Aaron treat her differently? She thought about the coffee he'd brought her during tech week, the way he always made sure to find her after rehearsal, even if just for a brief check-in. Small things, really. Nothing definitive.

She was packing up her things when the side door opened and Aaron stepped into the theater. He looked surprised to see her.

"You're still here," he said, echoing Marisol's earlier words.

"I could say the same about you." Aaron moved down the aisle toward her. "I forgot my script. I was working on some character notes at home and realized I left some pages in the dressing room."

Lydia nodded, suddenly aware of how quiet the theater was with just the two of them. How intimate.

"I was just heading out," she said, slinging her bag over her shoulder.

They walked together toward the exit, their footsteps echoing in the empty space. Outside, the night air was cool, carrying the scent of eucalyptus from the trees lining the parking lot.

"Can I ask you something?" Aaron said as they reached the sidewalk.
Lydia paused, her keys in hand. "Sure."
"The hair. The new color. Why aubergine?"

The question was so unexpected that she laughed. "Is it that bad?"

"No." Aaron seemed to consider his words carefully. "It's just... a bold choice. It doesn't seem like you."

Lydia touched her hair self-consciously. "I was trying to... I don't know. Stand out more, I guess. Keep up with the Harper and Marisols of the world."

Aaron's expression softened. "You don't need to stand out more, Lydia. Everyone in that theater knows you're the one who holds everything together."

The sincerity in his voice made her chest tighten. "I'm just the stage manager."

"You're the reason the shows happen," he corrected. "The reason people like me even get to stand on that stage. You think the audience notices you, but they would notice very quickly if you weren't there."

Lydia looked at him, really looked at him, in the glow of the streetlamp. "You're different, you know that?"

Something flickered across his face—surprise, maybe, or vulnerability. "Different how?"

"Everyone else in the company is so... performative. Even when they're not on stage. But you..." She shook her head. "You're just... yourself. All the time."

Aaron smiled, and it transformed his face, making him look younger, almost boyish. "I'm not sure if that's a compliment."

"It is," Lydia said softly. "It really is."

They stood there for a moment, the silence between them comfortable rather than awkward. Lydia wondered if she should say something else, ask him about his life in Chicago, about why he'd moved here, about the secrets she'd been cataloging in her prompt book.

Instead, she said, "I should get home. Long day tomorrow."

Aaron nodded. "Can I walk you to your car?"

"It's right there." She pointed to the small blue Honda she'd driven since college.

Still, he walked with her, waiting as she unlocked the door.

"Lydia," he said as she slid into the driver's seat. "The aubergine looks good on you. But the brown was nice too."

She smiled, touched by the awkward attempt at reassurance. "Thanks."

As she drove away, she caught a glimpse of him in her rearview mirror, still standing in the parking lot, watching her go.
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Chapter Two: Getting to Know You
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When Lydia got home, she stood in front of her bathroom mirror, examining her aubergine hair with new eyes. The color had faded somewhat, revealing her natural brown at the roots. Aaron was right—it didn't look like her. But the fact that he'd noticed at all made her stomach flutter in a way she wasn't prepared to analyze.

She fell asleep thinking about that moment in the parking lot, the way he'd looked at her with such genuine interest.

The next day at rehearsal was chaos. The set pieces for Act 2 weren't fitting together properly, and the costume designer had changed the lead actress's dress, which meant reworking all the blocking for her scenes. By lunchtime, Lydia's temples throbbed with the beginnings of a migraine.

She retreated to her usual spot in the back corner of the theater, a half-eaten sandwich in one hand and her prompt book in the other. She was squinting at her notes when a shadow fell across the page.

"Penny for your thoughts?"

Lydia looked up to find Aaron holding two cups of coffee. He offered one to her.

"You're a lifesaver," she said, taking the cup gratefully. "How did you know I needed this?"

He shrugged, sitting down beside her on the edge of the stage. "You've been rubbing your temples all morning."

The observation startled her. "Have I?"

Aaron nodded, sipping his own coffee. "Also, you're making that face."

"What face?"

"The one you make when everything is falling apart but you're trying not to show it."

Lydia couldn't help but smile. "Is it that obvious?"

"Not to everyone," Aaron said. "Just to people who pay attention."

The way he said it—casual, matter-of-fact—made her heart skip a beat. They sat in comfortable silence for a few moments, watching the stagehands move set pieces around.

"So," Lydia said finally, "did you find your missing script pages?"

Aaron nodded. "They were in my jacket pocket the whole time. Classic actor move."

"Not as classic as leaving your script in the refrigerator," Lydia said with a small laugh. "I had a Hamlet who did that once. Thought he was losing his mind."

Aaron smiled, a real smile that reached his eyes. "I haven't done that. Yet."

"Give it time," Lydia said. "Tech week will break anyone."

They continued trading theater horror stories—forgotten lines, prop mishaps, wardrobe malfunctions—and Lydia found herself relaxing for the first time that day. There was something about talking to Aaron that felt easy, natural. He didn't interrupt her to tell his own stories, and he listened with genuine interest when she spoke.

When Max's voice boomed through the theater, calling everyone back to work, Lydia felt a pang of disappointment.

"Thanks for the coffee," she said, gathering her things.

"Anytime," Aaron replied. "You know where to find me."

After rehearsal, Lydia found herself watching Aaron more closely. Marisol had been right—there was something different about the way he interacted with her compared to others. With Harper
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